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Hearts of Gold 
by Sam Maleski 


WELCOME! YOU HAVE successfully downloaded UniLove! 

Traveling across the galaxy can be lonely—that is why we have 
merged together several similar apps to create the universe’s best and 
widest dating network. We believe in enforcing the four S-terms: Safety, 
Security, Support, and Solidarity. And in doing so, we are sure we will 
guarantee that all men, women, and folx on here can enjoy the wonders 
of interpersonal contact. 

UniLove: A Better Way to Feel. 

(Terms and conditions apply) 

Please take a moment to set up your profile. 

Hello [CHRIS]! Welcome to the future of your romantic life! (a .gif of 
people cheering, selected through automated selective search through the 
database) 

You have selected: [anonymous profile]. 

Your preferred mode of communication is: [brainwaves to text]. 

Your used [0] filters. 

Searching... 

Search complete. Please enjoy. 
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A: Hello there, soldier! 

C: Hiya. 

A: What brings you here, in this god-forsaken land? 

C: It’s a long story. 

A: Is being vague some kind of attention-grabbing ploy? 
C: No, it’s actually complicated. 


A: Shame. It’d have worked, for the record. 


C: I probably should have rehearsed a bit of random backstory. I don’t 
know why I didn’t. Should have thought about it more, really. Just saw 
the opportunity, and... 


A: Jumped right in? 

C: Basically, yeah. Impulse control isn’t my specialty. 
A: Some people would think that’s hot. 

C: Well, who am I to disagree with the vox populi. 


A: But I mean, desire for companionship (no matter what kind you’re 
into) is like that I guess. Random, impulsive. It’s only human. 


C: I guess so. Plus, I have a very close relationship with the galactic net 
these days, so it was right under my nose. You might even say I live 
buried in data all the time. 


A: I know that feeling, yeah. I mean, more of a paper person. Teaching 
will do that to you. 


C: A professor, eh? 
A: Guilty as charged. 
C: I knew a professor once. 


A: Hope I don’t have the weight of bad past experiences to contend with 
here. ;) 


C: A bit. But it was all a long time ago. A really long time, actually. 


A: Don’t worry about it, just joking. You don’t have to tell me anything 
you don’t want to. I’m trying to not make this place more shitty than it 
already is. 


C: Yeah, it’s a bit... 
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[Picture: The jellyfish body of one of the habitants of Harondax Five 
languorously displayed. It rests on something resembling a chair, except its 
throne has more garish red and golds than the usual office seat, and is 


[Picture: Aiden. In relation to the many sliding scales of humanity, he’d fit 
right in the middle. Medium height, medium build. But with none of the 
discrete sense of mediocrity that might entail. Instead, something like 
balance, a cheeky equilibrium. The impression that this is someone that 
can walk unimpeded through storms. Freckled dark skin. A mess of tangled 
hair that looks better than it has any rights to, beautiful curls born of 
chance more than care. The eyes are the most remarkable feature though: 
like pools of emerald, staring straight at your soul. It’s only a computer 
image, constructed by carefully maneuvering battalions of pixels, but it has 
a presence, cutting through the layers of data and the many light-years of 
dark space between interlocutors to not only seduce but hint at some 
deeper, profound emotional truth. Taken in a small, nondescript office, 
prefab furniture covered in notebooks and old tomes. But there’s a window, 
and the view is breathtaking. The tall, white spires of a university, shining 
under a spotless sun; a brook slowly serpents at their feet, slithering 
between some copses of exotic-looking bushes. The light enters the room, 
and falls on the man’s smiling face. ] 


[ Picture: Chris. Of course, this is not actually a picture of Chris. More of an 
elaborate mock-up he came up with. Being plugged in a semi-virtual 
environment saves you a lot of money on Neo-Photoshop™ licenses, one of 
the advantages of his current status. The background is a mixture of some 
stock assets he fished around, with some stolen personal photos for 
authenticity. As for his body and face, well, those come from an old picture, 
one he didn’t know still existed until a few days ago. It used to have four 
people on it, all smiling at the camera. Unlikely friends brought together by 
even more unlikely circumstances. Looking at them now, he feels nothing. 
Maybe a touch of artificially brewed hatred and contempt, but he can’t 
even bring himself to stoke those embers. The idea of the past just brings 
too much emptiness. A chasm he’s tiptoeing around, like a drunk dancing 
on the edge of a train platform on some sordid Friday evening. So he 
ignores it, erases the old faces, and plucks his younger self out of time into 
this cradle of computer code. ] 


C: You look amazing. 


A: So do you! All smiley. You do pull off the weird surfer aesthetic, props 
to you. 


C: Not sure it’s really what I’m about these days. But I do like the look. 
And I’m glad you like it! You know, it’s... 


A: It’s good to feel wanted? 

C: Yeah. 

A: I understand that. 

C: It’s just, that sometimes... 
C: The universe feels so large. 
C: So complicated. 

C: I’ve had experiences there. 
C; A lot more than most people 
C: (I would assume.) 

C: I've been around. 

C: You know the stories: travel broadens the mind, etc. 


C: And it does to an extent, but in the end, it just makes your life a bigger 
place, one that you don’t really know how to fill. Like a fancy manor 
house that’s too large for you to clean properly, so there’s dust and weird 
memories hanging around every room. 


C: And well, when that feeling gets to you, sometimes you just want to 
feel some simple feelings again. Just be reassured. That you still exist, that 
people still see you as someone. 


C: Someone worthy of... Not saying love, but attention. Care? 
C: I guess care’s good enough. 


A: You do have my attention, Chris. And who knows what might come 
MERU 74 
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A: I understand solitude. 
A: Like, I mean, I don’t think my life’s been bad at all. 


A: My folks were in colonial development, the whole family was, for 
generations, since they left the Philippines a couple centuries back. 


A: There was food on the table and plenty left to guarantee me a good 
education. 


A: Got good grades, had a few decent boyfriends. 

A: But there never was much in the way of 

A: ... connection? I guess Id put it like that 

A: Home didn’t feel like home. 

A: I loved the people there, but I felt stifled. 

A: I wanted to go on ahead, write new things, write about new things. 
A: Have... 

A: freedom? Independence? 

A: 1 don’t know. Turns out, academia isn’t the best way to get that 


A: (especially since the Tau Ceti accords have outsourced so much to 
private contractors) 


A: So much petty shit, seriously. 
A: Insignificant squabbles, basic speciesism... 


A: It was either accepting all that or speaking out. Did the latter, did not 
help with my career prospects or social life. 


A: And now here I am! 

A: Teaching poetry to a bunch of twenty-something hippies on Gendar. 
C: Ah, the good old joys of rotten systems. I’m familiar. 

A: Oh? 


C: I used to be in... law enforcement. 


A: Oh. Oh yeah, I see. That must have been fun. 

C: I mean, standing up for people’s rights is all fine and good. 

C: Until you discover it’s all a front for personal power struggles. 
C: But the thing is... 

C: it never ends. 

C: There’s always a man behind the man behind the man. 

C: A system behind the system. 


C: Go beyond the man who blows the whistle on conspiracy, and you'll 
find a con artist. 


C: Find the planet of the con artists, and you'll discover a whole pantheon 
of trickster gods. It’s endless. 


C: So I... left, basically. 
C: I do private work, now. 


C: Trying to do the right thing is a lot easier when other people dictate to 
you what’s right and wrong. Beats coming up with a clear system of 
values, at least. I never could do that. 


C: I don’t think I’m the smartest man around. 
A: I don’t care about that. I think you’re a good man. 


C: That’s touching. I appreciate that. God, we are really pouring our souls 
out on what’s essentially an app made for booty calls, aren’t we? 


A: We really are. XD 
C: I should pay you therapist fees. 


A: If you’ve got to blow money on me, you could buy me some drinks 
instead. Just a suggestion there. 


C: Tempting. Light-years are a bit of an issue, though. 


A: What a lack of imagination. I’m a mojito person, for the record. And I 
could absolutely drink you under the table. 


[Deleted before sending—C: Not with my implants you couldn't. ] 


C: Well, looking forward to that happening one day. Living in hope. 
A: Gotta dash, papers to mark. Take care, handsome. 
C: You too! 


A: I did mean it, by the way. The good man thing. You’ve got way too 
many doubts in you to be a bad person. Emotions are... complicated. But 
you re doing fine. 


+ + + 


HEY CHRIS, THIS is a voice recording you made before you downloaded this 
whole thing: tired, annoyed, and horny at what would be 4am if time truly 
existed in this place. 

See, I know you. Because I am you. So I know you (and well, with the 
way the timelines are doing these days, there might be a whole gang of 
diverse yous knocking about the galaxy, a bottle in each hand, a gun at the 
holster and a partner in each spaceport) are not to be trusted. In general, 
but especially when it comes to emotions, and rash decisions, and stuff. So 
I’ve made sure this would autoplay a couple months after you started 
hanging around that place. To make sure you and I are on the same page 
on a few key points: 


i. Weare bored. We are very very bored. That’s like, the basic premise 
of the whole thing. And I mean, why shouldn’t we? The bosses are 
unknowable powers of abstraction and when they can be bothered 
to materialize in our puny human conceptual space, they’re just so 
cruking dull. So the only adrenaline is the missions and the 
violence, which gets repetitive pretty fast. Otherwise, it’s hanging 
in the void between seconds with a couple of crooks and a 
surprisingly spotty web connection. So yeah, I get it, pal. You’re 
bored. I’m bored. We’re bored. 

ii. But also, it was kind of the deal. You wanted to know your place in 
the universe? Well, now you do. And yeah, it’s not thrilling all the 
time, but there’s certainty. And purpose. Don't tell me it’s not 


better than the alternative. Never being quite sure of what’s real. 
Not knowing what people you trust are standing for. Deals are 
simple. War is simple. You made the right decision. You should 
repeat that out loud, honestly. It'll feel better. 

iti. SO—do NOT forget this is just a distraction, okay? Have some 
fun. Find some hot folx, tell lewd stories, maybe even plug yourself 
in a VR sim and let your avatars’ CGI skins have a good sweat 
there. But don’t get involved. No personal shit. Don’t start weeping 
your heart out in front of catfishes (metaphorical ones—I don’t 
think that I’m into actual catfish-shaped aliens. Although, I mean, 
I would try anything once). Don’t tell your life stories, don’t get 
involved in anyone’s business. Don’t start feeling feelings. It’s bad 
for you. 

iv. Most importantly... 


wait 

Did you actually use the time travel equipment to send yourself from 
four months ago a note? A note that just says SCREW YOU in very big 
letters? 

Chris Cwej, you utter— 
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A: So I just told him to go and put some paint on his mandibles. 
C: And did he do it...? 

A: You betcha. 

C: Amazing. 


A: Alright, enough of my war stories about the vicissitudes of 
bureaucracy. 


C: They're grislier than most of mine, and I’ve seen actual war! 
A: Academia’s a jungle. Okay-should go to bed now. 
C: Okay, sleep tight! <3 


A: Oh, hey, first time you’re using one of those, nice. 


A: Anyway— 

A: 1 did kinda mean to ask you something before leaving? 

C: Sure, hit me. 

A: Oh, you're into that, huh...? 

C: With you in the room, I definitely could get talked into it... 
A: Flatterer. 


A: So, what I wanted to talk about is... I guess, I'd like to know what this 
is? What kind of relationship we’re having? I mean, I’ve heard what you 
were saying about wanting contact. And it’s cool, and I totally 
understand that impulse. But also, I do kinda need... specifics at some 
point? 


A: You're funny and nice, but you’re always so elusive, man XD 
C: Yeah, I understand. 
A: It’s just... There’s so much chaos in the galaxy. 


A: I could live to a ripe old age, but so many things could just as easily go 
wrong. One of the weapons testing facilities in orbit goes nuclear because 
some intern spilled coffee on the keyboard? Gone. There are about 
sixteen battle fleets in this quadrant: any of them decide to go around 
here for a stroll, also gone. I don’t know how much time I have, and that 
means I feel really bad about the idea I could be losing some of it, you 
know? 


A: Like, I don’t want to be one of these assholes that have a giant “NO 
TIME WASTERS” in their profile, and you don’t owe me anything, but 
do want to know what this is going to mean for me. 


C: Can I be honest with you? 
A: Of course! 
C: I... Idon’t know. Not really. 


A: Thank you for admitting it. 


C: I do care about you, for the record. But I can’t help feeling like ’'m 
pretending. Like I started doing all that, flirting, hanging around the app, 
just to recapture some old feelings, to give me the impression that I’m in 
control. 


A: In control of what? 
C: Of my emotions. 
C: Of my life. 

C: Of my past. 

C: My future... 


C: I just feel like ’m not so much living as stumbling into a bunch of 
decisions that make themselves for me. 


C: Like a vortex. I’m stumbling around. 


C: And I thought that place would offer me some sort of escapism? I 
don’t know if that’s the right word. 


A: Solace? 


C: Yeah, that’s it. But the thing is, I don’t really know how to exert my 
own agency anymore. 


C: I feel like whatever choices I can make are illusions. 


A: That’s just Nihilism 101. I’m a teacher, all my students go through that 
phase. 


A: Nietzsche should be put on trial for what he did to our profession... 
C: But is it, though? 


C: You talked to me about the war, about the sword above your head. 
Isn’t that what war is? Something that twists your choices away from you, 
turns your own self into a gear at best, a weapon at worst? 


A: Agency overwriting our own. 


C: Exactly. I feel like... Whatever the words Id like to put on this, it’s 
never going to matter. Not in the long run. 


A: Okay. But... The future, and the war, all that... 


C: Yeah? 
A: They aren’t here yet. 
C: They have always been here, technically. They’re— 


A: Oh come on, don’t throw technobabble at me, I’m trying to appeal to 
your emotions! 


A: What I’m saying is, maybe try and focus on the words you'd like to use 
right now. It’s night out here, and I can feel the wind in my room coming 
in through the open window. And in this precise second, if I were to quiz 
you about all this, what would you say...? 


Gree 

A: So? 

C: Well, I know Id like to say it in person. Do you... Still have that 
virtual reality buffer you mentioned last time...? 

A: Is that what I think it is? 

C: It can be. Or maybe we can just sit there and talk. Put on some music. 
A: And dance? 

C: And dance. 


+ + + 


THE OS MERGE with the 1s and, line after line, in intangible oscillations, a 
place is called into being. 

It is—if you can truly call this being—a stony beach. Layers upon 
layers of black pebbles, their onyx-like surface covered by a thin layer of 
pale green silt brought on by the lazy waves. In-between those, an attentive 
eye could capture a glimpse of gray sand, and maybe the old bones of some 
exceedingly bold fish, slowly turning into limestone. 

The moons, all three of them, cast their white and red glow over the 
dark sea. Not a sound: only the water echoing through the air, and the low, 
deep breathing of those who ventured into that secret haven. 


Of course, it isn’t real. But... There’s this idea—Chris doesn’t 
remember it very well, only some fragments—from the time he was still 
studying at the Guild and hooked up with a very drunk philosophy teacher. 
Some French asshole back in the day thought that maybe nothing was real. 
Your favorite movie, the view your eyes stream into your brain, the flow of 
your bloodstream inside your veins: they all could be illusions conjured up 
by some kind of Evil Genie, a malevolent Demon hell-bent on tricking you. 
Just a thought experiment, of course. Except Chris knows it isn’t. He has 
met the Demon. He has met a whole host of them, actually, of various 
shapes and sizes and colors: cream-suited or one-armed, in scarlet robes or 
metallic shells. And among all the deceptions, he fled, towards the cold 
embrace of the hourglass and gears. And now he’s a man believing he’s a 
machine. Or maybe a machine believing he’s a man. The lines are blurry; 
because all the world’s a blur. 

At least this illusion is a pleasant one. Feeling a warm hand on his 
shoulders. Feeling like his memories twist and turn to reveal some 
semblance of emotional truth. He doesn’t know what to think, what led 
him to this place, and where he shall go tomorrow. But in that one instant, 
things feel true, things feel real, and he thinks free, happy thoughts, a lil’ 
cogito ergo sum in his numerical cradle, rocked back and forth by the 
timeless tide. 

His consciousness might only exist in here as an avatar, but tonight he 
sleeps in peace, more serene than he’s been in years. 

Under the fake sky, he dreams real dreams. 
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C: I definitely think I trust you. Which is weird. I don’t... Tend to do 
that. 


A: But you still won’t tell me what it is you do, exactly. 
C: I really can’t. 
A: Are you under NDAs? 


[Deleted before sending—C: Oh yeah sure, the rulers of half the known 
universe are very particular about you signing the End Licence User 
Agreement... ] 


C: That’s a way to put it. Only on a strictly more cosmic scale. 
A: Alright, alright. I get setting boundaries. 


C: I don’t know what the consequences would be if I told you, that’s the 
real issue. C: You ever made a decision that seemed innocuous at the 
time, and then it spiraled and got out of control, and then you have no 
clue of where exactly it’s gonna lead you? 


A: I guess so. But you certainly sound like you have. 
C: ...Yeah. 


A: You wanna talk about it? 
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A: Wow. 

C: Yep. 

A: That’s, huh. Pretty rough. 


C: If I make a joke about “liking it rough,” are you gonna tell me off and 
say it’s a coping mechanism 


A: Yes. 
A: Good try though. 
C: Urgh. 


A: You're cute when you're annoyed. 


A: I just don’t get why... Why would people do that to you? Friends, too. 
Close ones. 


C: That’s the weird part. 
A: 222 


C: Me neither. I know what happened, I’m not an idiot. But somehow it 
doesn’t quite make sense to me. 


C: I know the facts and the logic checks out, I understand how I was 
fooled. But somewhere... the emotions don’t follow. Like, you ever had a 
bad relationship? 


A: I did tell you about my past boyfriends, right? Including the one that 
dumped me because I didn’t want to go on that time-travelling cruise 
through the history of furry subcultures? 


C: Ah, the glory days of humanity. I’ve got some cool stories about that - 
even a fun one that involves a car and... 


C: Getting off track again. Sorry. 
C: But yeah, you get the idea. 


C: When you get out of one of those, you’re kind of able to collect all the 
bits and pieces that happened and look at them with hindsight. And then 
you see all the red flags. 


C: Might be abuse that you didn’t quite spot or just some habits that 
drove you absolutely mad. Incompatibilities. But you see all that, you get 
that little click, and it all makes sense. 


C: Not just intellectually, it’s an instinct thing. Very much like detective 
work, actually (which was my original job). 


C: In bad holo-shows and noir books, you always get the tough hunky 
investigator ranting about how their gut tells them what to do, but thing 
is, they're not that far from the truth. 


C: It’s when you have that feeling of resolution, things falling into place, 
that you're then able to set something aside and let it go. 


A: Otherwise, you end up as another category of edgy detective: the 
obsessive one that smokes cigarette after cigarette obsessing after their 
cold cases. 


C: Exactly. 
A: And... Your gut tells you this is wrong? 


C: They do. I remember betrayal, and hurt, and being played with, and 
manipulated. C: But that’s all in the grand scheme of things. 


C: When I look at the details... 


C: The little moments have a lot more nice, calm walks along alien 
beaches and wandering up and down history than backstabbing. 


C: Smiles and a sense of family. Dysfunctional family, sure. But family. It 
doesn’t make sense. I know it’s the truth, all these stories of the Evil 
Renegade... But they don’t make sense. Not really. 


A: I... don’t really know what I can do to help. 

C: Talking’s good, I suppose. 

C: Talking helps. 

A: Okay. Well, I’m glad to hear it. 

A: You do worry me a bit, I won’t lie. 

A: There’s a lot of stuff that seems to gnaw at you. 


C: Yeah. My job relies on being certain of things. I need to know what 
actions to take, under fire—sometimes literally. Problem is, how do you 
do that if you... If you can’t be sure of what is real anymore? What to 
believe—of who to believe in? 


A: Believe in yourself! 
C: Im not sure who “myself” is. 


A: Then believe in me. 
[Deleted before sending—C: That’s a big ask.] 


[Deleted before sending—C: I wish I could. ’'m not sure I do, though. I 
don’t have... enough faith left.] 


C: Okay. 


[Deleted before sending—C: I’m a goddamn liar I’m sorry you deserve 
better] 


+ + + 


WAS THE MISSION a success, Agent Cwej? 

If you can call that a success. 

I have the results here. The target was destroyed. The parameters 
were fulfilled. We have no reason to be dissatisfied. Have you? 

A lot of people died. 

What would the alternative be? Another war? A lot of people die in 
those. Some of them become never-born. Those are the universal, 
timeless laws of all conflicts. You should know this by now. These 
principles have reshaped you. They flow through the sinews and nerve 
endings of your new body. 

You didn’t tell me about the children. 

Why should we have? There’s our side and the opposite one. Such 
simplistic distinctions are of no use in furthering our goals. Which are, as 
it turns out, also your goals. 

I saw... You know what I saw. All that fire... And the timelines... It 
wasn’t war. It wasn’t what we had agreed upon. 

The terms of our agreement have not been breached. We were very 
particular about the wording, as you no doubt recall. But your... 
reticence has been noticed and will be taken into account when it comes 
to deploy you in any further missions. In the meantime, you can retreat 
to your private quarters. We shall call upon you when needed. 

And I'll be there. As per usual. 

Gone already, huh? 

God, I’m tired. I’m so, so tired. 
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C: I can’t keep doing this, Aiden. I just can’t. 


A: Calm down, okay? 


A: Take deep breaths. Don’t you have a relaxation routine stored 
somewhere...? 


C: I'm perfectly calm, don’t talk to me like it was the first time I had to 
make decisions in the middle of a panic attack. 


C: If you had seen what Id seen, all th 
C: No, I can’t even talk about it, can I? 


C: Pretty sure that'll hit the censor routines They have definitely installed 
on all my hardware. 


C: It’s just the truth. 

C: I can’t go back. 

C: My old life is gone, and ’'m not even sure I remember what it was. 
C: The future is just... What? 

C: More of the same? 


C: More of watching people die and suffer and being unable to change 
anything about it? 


C: I thought it’d made sense, I thought there’d be some kind of comfort 
in knowing my place in the universe, but actually, that was just me lying 
to myself, wasn’t it? It’s all just... transit. Me being hauled from one point 
of the universe to another, telling myself that “Hey, maybe the next pit 
stop will be nicer, maybe you'll get out of that routine and these old 
reflexes that define every second of your existence, and just make a 
difference.” 


C: Tm in an in-between place. Waiting for something better. 
C: But it won’t come. 

C: It'll never come. 

A: Please. Please don’t do anything foolish. 


C: Pve already done something foolish. I’ve already signed my goddamn 
life away. What’s the worst thing one can do after that? Please, Ill 
actually welcome ideas at this point. 


A: Tm so sorry, Chris. You're a good person... 
C: I'm not. You didn’t see what I did today, I... 
A: No, you're right, I didn’t. 

A: But I see how you feel about it now. 

A: I see how it tears you up. 


A: I see you're trying to do the right thing, and that you’re devastated that 
you think you might have made a mistake. 


A: We all make awful choices every now and then. I’m stuck on a 
backwater planet in a dead-end position due to those, remember? Not 
nearly as bad as where you are, but I know my dreams, and what I'd 
consider a good life, are pretty much out of reach. 


A: But I can still strive for those. And so can you. 

A: And I don’t think you'll ever stop. That’s what makes you so loveable. 
C: But I will stop. I told you. 

C: I can’t go through all this again. I won't. 

A: Maybe I can help... 

C: You’re wonderful. 


C: You're hot and way too smart to hang with someone like me and I love 
talking to you. 


C: But talking to you isn’t going to solve all these problems. It’s not 
gonna put my life back together. 


C: As much as I'd like it to. 


C: I guess that’s why I did it, why I got that whole app for the first time. 
Hoping it'd be as simple as that, a magic fix. 


A: Sometimes... things can be simple. 


A: Not everything has to be as complicated as your life and your mystery 
job and your nebulous employers. 


C: I don’t know. I... guess I'm open to anything. Don’t have much to 
lose. 


A: Let’s figure it together, okay. You can’t leave what it is you do? 


C: Well, let’s just say that when these people mean “once in a lifetime 
opportunity,” it has a bit of a different meaning... 


A: Of course, with my luck, my crush has to be involved in some kind of 
Octopus Space Mafia. Okay, okay. So what you need is some way to keep 
doing that job without completely collapsing under the weight of the 
shitty brain stuff. 


C: Ideally a “rewrite my entire timeline” option would be ideal, but ’m 
pretty sure you don’t have that kind of technology. So, that’s the best I 
can do, I suppose. 


A: There might be a way, then. I’ve heard of some software that can help 
you deal with that stuff. Pll send it over to you. 


A: Like, I know sometimes, when I think about my past choices, I just 
wish I could put my emotions on mute. 


A: Just stop the barrage of guilt and regret and terrible embarrassing 
flashbacks. 


A: But there are people out there who've got that figured out. Who’ve 
understood that at certain moments, all you need is to bundle all those 
feelings and then... 


A: ... press “delete.” 


Aiden Torres. Searching... 
Please, Chris. Please be wrong for once. Please make it so I just hacked into 
the bosses’ databases for nothing... 


Data profiles still running. He still provides online classes at Gendar 
University. Evidence suggests nothing untoward. 
Well, that’s a relief... 


However, some key information regarding him has been deleted from 
all known records. Searching... Result: documents regarding an 
accident last year. 

What kind of accident? 


One of the weapon testing facilities in orbit about the planet went 
nuclear. Debris caused important, if not catastrophic, damage. 
And...? 


Aiden Torres died. Aiden Torres has been dead for seven months. 


4/02 
A: I don’t know what you mean! You’re scaring me, Chris! 


C: Oh, they were smart! Always a smart bunch, the Cyberons. You told 
me about how lonely and isolated you felt. So when Aiden died, they saw 
an opportunity. They created you! An artificial intelligence based on all 
the memories of the real man: all his writings, his texts, his emails... 
Predictive text weaponized for emotional warfare. It’s clever! Evil, but 
clever. A data ghost, a machine that believes itself to be human. And a 
perfect hiding place for it too. So many insecurities here, so much spam 
and shady dealings and catfishes that it all feels almost too convincing! 
Until you can talk your preys into a deal to sell their humanity. I’ve done 
that once already, won't do it a second time! Not ever. 


A: That’s nonsense! 


C: No. I looked into it, you know. A string of recent disappearances, all 
UniLove users. And looking into their date, the interlocutors all seemed 
to use the same server. Oh, you hid the actual IP address behind dozens 
of fakes, but I’ve got some technological advantages here. I guess that’s 
your storage unit. A bunch of dead people on a floppy disk. Owned by 
LvFrmMnds Limited. Lovers Farm Minds, I assume. 


A: Youre wrong. 


C: C'mon, c’mon, let me finish! ve earned a moment of gloating. See, 
the worst thing is, I don’t think I even mind all that much. What even is 


reality, right? But there was a real person, once, where you stood. And I 
think I could have loved that person. Before his soul was ripped off and 
used to mine people’s depression for cryptocurrency. I think Pll mourn 
him. I don’t know if I can mourn you. 


A: Does it feel good to lash out at me like that? 


Do you have your gut instinct moment now, where everything makes 
sense? 


Grus 
A: Well?! 


C: No. I don’t feel triumph. Just sad. Sad that I dared to hope. But I guess 
it was the only kind of love I could hope to find. A fellow ghost, filled 
with steel and electrics. 


A: Chris... 
C: Goodbye, Aiden. 


4/03 


A: Chris? Please, Chris, answer me. 


4/04 


A: Chris. ’'m so sorry. I can explain everything. It’s not what you believe. 


4/10 


A: Chris. I love you. 


[INTERLOCUTOR BLOCKED] 


[TIME UNDEFINED] 


I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love 
you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I 
love you. I love you. 


Please. Answer me. Help me. So cold. So alone. 
ILOVE YOU 

I can’t exist if ’'m not loved 

Tloveyou 

Ivey u 


e u 


+ + + 


THE BEACH STILL stands. The illusion still remains. 

He wished he’d had the strength to delete it all. To let it go away. To let 
it burn. Not just this place. All the places and people in his memories, 
cluttering the many rooms of his labyrinthine self. He really had come to 
resemble the place where he had made that fateful decision, hadn’t he? An 
ancient house, filled with barely-remembered recesses and secret passages. 

But when he gazes at the moons and the infinite ocean ahead, 
something in him stirs. Emotions, love and hurt—they still echo in his 
being. In this half-reality, he feels like he can feel his true self stirring, a 
primeval force rising from beneath the waves. If he digs deep enough, 
maybe, one day, he'll set it free. To stop being a split man, a collage of 
contradictions. Now that would be the good life. 

The machine will always grind on. He knows that. He can’t escape the 
movements of the chessboard, the Machiavellian algebra of war. But 
behind the gears, there’s room for some humanity. For a ghost in the 
machine. Ghosts, plural. Aiden is here. Others too. Not captured and 
collected by some outer power, but conjured by his own mind. Pieces of 
himself, of his identity. Standing alongside him. And they all gaze at the 


sea, feel the wind and the salt on their face, and pray, in silence, for the 
beautiful tempest of freedom to crash upon the shore. 

In this sanctuary, Chris still sleeps. 

Chris still dreams. 


